July 19, 2000

Mike LaVele, Chairperson

West Fargo Specid Education Unit
566 4" St. SW

Fargo, North Dakota, 58103-1914

Dear Mr. Lavdle

The North Dakota Department of Public Instruction (NDDP!) Office of Specia Education
conducted a Verification Review in the West Fargo Specia Education Unit during April 18-20,
2000 for the purpose of assessng compliance in the implementation of the Individuals with
Disdbilities Education Act (IDEA) and asssting your Unit in developing strategies to improve
results for children with disabilities. The IDEA Amendments of 1997 focus on “ access to
sarvices’ aswel as*improving results for children and youth with disabilities’. In the same
way, the Continuous Improvement Monitoring Process implemented by NDDPI is designed to
focus federd, sate, and loca resources on improved results for children with disabilities and
their families through aworking partnership anong NDDP, the West Fargo Specid Education
Unit, parents and stakeholders.

In conducting its review of the West Fargo Specia Education Unit, NDDPI applied the standards
st forth in the IDEA 97 gtatute and Part B regulations (34 CFR Part 300), asthey were in effect
at the time of the review. On March 12, 1999, the United States Department of Educeation
published new final Part B regulations that took effect on May 11, 1999. In planning and
implementing improvement srategies to address the findingsin this report, the West Fargo

Specia Education Unit should ensure that dl improvement strategies are consstent with the new
find regulaions

The enclosed report addresses strengths noted during the review, areas that require corrective
action because they represent noncompliance with the requirements of the IDEA, and
suggestions for improvements that will leed to best practice. Enclosed you will find an Executive
Summary of the Report, an Introduction including background information, and a description of
issues and findings. NDDPI will work with you to develop corrective actions and improvement
strategies to ensure improved results for children with disabilities.

Thank you for the assi stance and cooperation provided by the West Fargo Specia Education
gaff and Collaborative Review Team members during our review. Throughout the course of the
review, Mari Bdll, Director of Special Education and Rich Veit, Coordinator for the West Fargo
Specid Education Unit were responsive to requests for information and assstance from NDDPI
personnel.

Thank you for the continued efforts toward the god of achieving better results for children and
youth with disabilities in North Dakota. Since the enactment of IDEA and its predecessor, the



Education of All Handicapped Children Act, one of the basic gods of the law, ensuring that
children with disahilities are not excluded form school, has largely been achieved. Today,
families can have a postive vison for their child s future.

While schools have made greet progress, significant challenges remain. Now that children with
disabilities are recalving sarvices, the critical issue isto place grester emphasis on aitaining
better results. To that end, we look forward to working with the West Fargo Special Educeation
Unit in partnership to continue to improve the lives of individuas with disgbilities.

Sincerdly,

Robert C. Rutten
Director of Special Education

CC: Mari Bell, Director
West Fargo Specia Education Unit

Enclosure

G\70 (PS)\WFARGO\M onitor 2000\West Fargo Monitoring Report.doc



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
WEST FARGO SPECIAL EDUCATION UNIT

The attached report contains the results of the first two phases (Collaborative Review and
Verification Review) of the North Dakota Continuous Improvement Monitoring of the
Individuas with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), Part B, in the West Fargo Specid Education
Unit during the 1999 — 2000 school year. The processis designed to focus resources on
improving results for children with disabilities and their families through enhanced partnerships
between the North Dakota Department of Public Ingtruction (NDDPI), the West Fargo Specia
Education Unit, parents and stakeholders.

Monitoring Activities

Several means were used in the monitoring process to gather data, review procedures and
determine the extent to which the West Fargo Specid Education Unit isin compliance with
federal and dtate regulations.

The Collaborative Review phase of the monitoring process included the completion of a sdf-
assessment by the West Fargo Public Schools Specia Education Review Team. Thisteam
represented a variety of congtituencies such as parents of sudents with disabilities, a
representative from the Protection and Advocacy Project, Assistant Superintendent of West
Fargo Schools, and a variety of representatives from both specid and generd education. The
West Fargo Specia Education Unit identified four self-assessment activities as part of its
Collaborative Review:

1 Parents, students with disabilities, school staff, including paraeducators, specid
educators, general educators, and genera education administrators, were surveyed
regarding their satisfaction with the West Fargo Specid Education Unit. Survey forms
were adapted from models supplied by NDDPI.

2. Sixty student files were reviewed for compliance with the IDEA utilizing aform
provided in the NDDPI document, Special Education Monitoring Manual: Collaborative
Review Process.

3. Compliance worksheets supplied by NDDPI were used to analyze West Fargo Specid
Education Unit compliance with the following six basic principles of the IDEA:

Zero Regject — Thisisthe requirement that dl children with disabilities be provided with a
free appropriate public education (FAPE).

Nondiscriminatory Assessment — A child with a suspected disability must receive afulll,
individuaized assessment, which meets specific Sandards, and includesinformation
from avariety of sources.



Appropriate Education — An |EP team, which includes the child’ s teacher, the child's
parent(s), an administrator, and a specid education teacher, develops an educationa
program tailored to meet the child’s unique needs.

Least Restrictive Environment — To the maximum extent appropriate, children with
disabilities should be educated with their non-disabled peers. Placement decisons must
be based on the goa's and objectives.

Parent Involvement — Parents have the right to have access to their child's educationa
records; parental consent is required for initia evauation, reevaluation, and placement;
parents must be included in |EP team decisions; and, parents must be notified of their

right to appedl.

Procedural Safeguards — Procedural Safeguards, which ensure the fairness of educationa
decisons, include impartid due process hearings; the right to an independent educationa
evauation; written notification to parents explaining their rights; parental consent, and
gppointment of surrogate parents, when needed.

4, Programmatic issues were anayzed to ensure that data gathered through the self-
assessment were reflective of al schools and programs within the unit.

The Verification Review conducted by the ND Department of Public Ingtruction included an on+
ste meeting with the West Fargo Public Schools Specia Education Review Team and the
Department’ s saff. Interviews with 31 school administrators, generd educators, specid
educators, and related service providers were conducted during the verification review on April
19, 2000. The NDDPI wishes to thank Rich Vet for arranging these interviews. Focused specia
education file reviews were made of 32 children’s specid education records following the
compliance issues reported by the loca specid education review team in their self-assessment
report. Information obtained from these data sources was shared in ameeting on April 20, 2000
that was attended by staff from the West Fargo Public Schools Specia Education Review Team
and gaff from the ND Department of Public Ingtruction.

The Department of Public Instruction staff members express their gppreciation to the
adminigtrators, special and generd education personnel, students and parents, and other agency
personnd in the West Fargo Specid Education Unit who participated in the monitoring
activities Their efforts represent a commitment of time and energy without which the
multipurpose task of monitoring could not be completed.

This report contains adescription of the process utilized to collect data, and to determine
grengths, areas of noncompliance with the IDEA, and suggestions for improvement in fully
reelizing the six basic principles of the Individuas with Disabilities Education Act.



Education of Children and Y outh with Disabilities
Pat B of IDEA

Strengths
NDDPI observed the following strengths:

Supportive, trusted, and accessible speciad education unit administrators and dedicated and
professona service providers, including paraeducators.

A commitment to support collaborative efforts between specid and generd educators by
compensating staff members for collaboration and planning time for hours spent outside of
the standard contact time. Thus ahigh leve of effective communication between generd
education and specid education staff members.

Improved and appropriate utilization of Building Level Support Teams &t the dementary
leve.

Postive feedback from parents indicating satisfaction with school services, induding specid
education services, and levels of involvement especidly at the dementary and high school
level. Parent participation in the | EP process.

Summer curriculum projects to adapt and modify generd education curriculum materias.
The ND Protection and Advocacy Project has a good working reaionship with the unit staff
and parents.

A wide variety of programming options for students requiring nontraditional school based
options.

A wdl-designed trandtion program using awide variety of community programs with
consstent interagency participation.

Areas of Noncompliance

NDDPI observed the following areas of noncompliance:

| nadequate documentation on evauation planning forms and integrated written assessment
reports (IWAR) in the following areas. determination of needed evauation data; parent
participation in determination of digibility; and additiona requirements for evauating
children with Specific Learning Disabilities.

Delayed or lack of acurrent IWAR in somefiles.

Lack of full IEP Team membership and participation.

I nedequate documentation on Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) in the following
aress. present levels of educationd performance, annual goa's and short-term objectives,
characteristics of services, assgtive technology and devices, statewide assessments, and
extended school year services.

Least regtrictive environment inadequately addressed in the IEP process.

Incomplete or missing Procedural Safeguards (i.e. prior written notices for assessment
planning and |EP mestings, consent for initia evauation, Record of Ingpection form and
Record Locator form).
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INTRODUCTION

The West Fargo Specid Education Unit Self- Assessment Report contains essentia background
information describing the unit’s structure. The West Fargo School didtrict is comprised of the
cities of West Fargo, Horace, and Harwood. All digtrict kindergarten students attend school at
the Early Childhood Center. Grades 1 through 6 are located in Six elementary schools: Berger,
Eastwood, South, Westside, Horace and Harwood. Westside aso houses the Early Childhood
Specid Education Program for pre-kindergarten children. West Fargo Middle School houses
grades 7 and 8, and the West Fargo High School serves grades 9 through12. Adult education and
the Community High School are located in the Leidd Building in West Fargo.

Adminigrative Structures and Children Sarved:

The West Fargo Specia Education Unit is an independent unit within the Didrict. The Didtrict
has a student population of approximately 4,976. Based on district demographics from December
1999, students with disabilities ages 3 to 21 comprise 10.4% of the total student body.

Verification Review and Data Collectiont The West Fargo Specid Education Unit began the
Collaborative Review processin September 1998. The West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report was
submitted to NDDP! in March 2000. The Self- Assessment Report included data gathered by
student record review, survey information from parents, sudents with disabilities, and generd

and specid education staff, and compliance worksheets used to andyze West Fargo Specid
Education Unit’s compliance with IDEA, Part B.

NDDPI visted school didtrictsin the West Fargo Specia Education Unit on April 18-20, 2000,
for the purpose of collecting data to verify information provided through the Collaborative
Review process, including new requirements under the IDEA Amendments of 1997. NDDPI
gaff members met with the West Fargo Public Schools Specid Education Review Team to
discuss the Sdlf- Assessment Report and develop identified sites to be visited during the
Veification Review. NDDP! vidted sx of the saven school buildings that receive services from
the West Fargo Specid Education Unit. Student record reviews, including Individudized
Education Programs (IEPs) and Integrated Written Assessment Reports (IWARS), were
conducted at the unit office. Interviews were conducted with twenty specid education staff
members responsible for developing and implementing IEPs, five generd education staff
members who teach children with disabilities in their classrooms, Six genera education
adminigtrators, and the director and coordinator of specid education. Preiminary results and
findings were presented to the Specia Education Review Team in asummary mesting & the end
of the Veification Review vist.

Improvement Planning: In response to this report, the West Fargo Specid Education Unit will
develop an action plan including specific Improvement Strategies addressing aress identified as
noncompliant, within 60 days of receipt of thisreport. The NDDPI specia education regiona
coordinator assigned to the West Fargo Specid Education Unit will serve, as needed, asa
resour ce for improvement planning purposes, and will respond in writing to indicate gpprova of
Improvement Strategies submitted by the Unit. If needed, please contact the regiona coordinator
for suggested formats to be used for development and documentation of Improvement Strategies.




I. ZERO REJECT

All children with disabilities must be provided with a free appropriate public education (FAPE).
All children with disabilities, and who are in need of specia education and related services, must
be identified, located, and evaluated.

Procedures are in place for the identification of students with disabilities ages 3-21. Preschool
screenings occur monthly with a consortium of Fargo, West Fargo, and Rura Cass County
school digtricts. As reported through the West Fargo Self- Assessment Report, Building Leve
Support Teams (BLST) are functioning a al eementary schools. In addition to the BLST, a
Behavior Intervention Team is available a the dementary leve to provide additiona options and
supports for students with behavior concerns. The Middle School uses an inter-disciplinary
approach with teachers in the core subjects. Staff from the high school attended the BLST team
training this spring and are in the process of developing a more formaized process.

As part of the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report, general and specid education professonds
were asked if they fdt their school had sufficient pre-referra interventions and support services
available to maintain a-risk sudents within generd education programs. Approximately 36% of
the professionals surveyed disagreed with this statement. Of the parents completing the seif-
assessment survey, over 85% agreed that other options were tried or considered within genera
education before their child was referred to specia education. As part of the West Fargo Sdif-
Assessment Report, generd and specid education professionas were asked if they were satisfied
with the time involved from prereferrd interventions to the time of referrd for aspecid

education evaluation. Approximately 43% disagreed with this statement.

During the interviews that NDDPI conducted as part of the Verification Review, respondents
were asked to “ Describe the BLST activities in your school.” Further probes included questions
regarding consstency of team membership, team function, notification of parents, team record-
keeping procedures and the timeline from prereferra to the time of referrd for a specia
education evauation. In addition, student files were reviewed to determine if BLST informetion
was included.

IDEA Part B Child Find obligations extend until students graduate from high school. Therefore it

is the respongbility of the specia education adminidrative unit to promote effective rategiesto
identify any school-age child who has a disability and may require specid education and related
sarvices. Thisincludes students who are at risk for dropping out of school. As reported through
the West Fargo Self-Assessment Report, based on 1999- 2000 dropout information from the West
Fargo High Schooal, students with disabilities made up 19% of the students who dropped out
during the school year, dmost twice the incidence rate of disabilitiesin the total populetion. As
reported through the Salf- Assessment Report, graduation rates of students with disabilities
increase yearly, particularly students with emotiond disturbances. In the 1999-2000 school year,
seven seniors with emotiond disturbance were anticipated to graduate.

NDDPI reviewed and analyzed the data and identified the following suggestions for
improvemen.



STRENGTHS

West Fargo School Didtrict isinvolved in avariety of programsfor at-risk sudents. The Respect
and Protect Program was reported to be a great help to the teachers and has prevented over
referralsin the area of emotiona disturbance (ED). Through this program, parents are more
involved, severd interventions are tried and good documentation is provided to team members.
Also recognized by staff as an excellent program for a-risk students has been the Partnership
Project for students who have severe emotiond disturbances and their families. This project has
provided wrap-around servicesto maintain at-risk gudentsin their community.

Through interviews conducted by the NDDPI monitoring team, saff at most eementary schools
viewed the BLST process asimproved and beneficia in preventing unnecessary referrdsto
specia education.

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVED RESULTS FOR CHILDREN

Interviews conducted at the High School confirmed the need to adopt aforma BLST process.
Interviews conducted at the Middle School indicated incons stent usage and documentation of
the inter-disciplinary gpproach used within this building. Through interviews it was reported that
a the Middle School, the BLST processis seen as a“ gatekeeper” as opposed to a beneficia
prereferra effort. Most preschool and ementary personnel interviewed appreciated the BLST
process and saw it as avita component to the referral process

Although BLST procedures are the responsibility of generd education programs, an improved
and effective process at the Middle School and High School will benefit dl children, including
children with disabilities. NDDP would strongly encourage staff skill development at the local
level inthisarea. NDDPI provides ongoing training and support, dong with anewly revised
BLST manud (January 2000), to school digtrictsin the Sate asthey develop local BLST policies
and procedures.

Asindicated in the West Fargo Self- Assessment Report, of the students who dropped out during
the school year, 19% were students with disabilities. The West Fargo School Digtrict must
explore reasons for the high percentage and devel op appropriate Strategies to decrease the high

percentage.

The West Fargo Salf-Assessment Report identified that policies and procedures for discipline,
suspension, and expulsion of specia education students are in need of revison to comply with

the IDEA 97 amendments. A draft policy and proceduresis currently being reviewed and will be
submitted to the Board for approva by the 2000-2001 school year. Administrators and staff have
participated in inservice training regarding the 10-day rule and 45 day drug/gun option.
Suspension and expulsion policy and procedures must be created and distributed no later thanthe
beginning of the 2000-2001 school year.

Student file reviews included the appropriate prereferra documentation and indicated parent
involvement in the prereferra process. It is suggested that West Fargo explore the high
percentages of disagreement relating to prereferra issues found on staff surveys.



1. NONDISCRIMINATORY EVALUATION

Any child with a suspected dissbility must recaive a full, individudized evadudion, which meets
gpecific gandards, and includes information from a variety of sources.

Information included in the West Fargo Sdf- Assessment Report indicated areas of concern
regarding the following required components of the evauation process. completion of the
reevauation within a three year limit; documentation of al areas of functioning; and completion
of an Integrated Written Assessment Report. In addition, the Integrated Written Assessment
Reports (IWAR) for students with specific learning disabilities (SLD) were found to be week in
information regarding: identification as SLD in one of seven areas and the basis for making the
determination; relevant behavior noted during the observation of the child and the relaionship
between that behavior to the child's academic functioning; educationdly relevant medical
findings, whether there is a severe discrepancy between achievement and ability that is not
correctable without specia education and related services, and the determination of the team
concerning the effects of environmenta, cultural, or economic disadvantage.

The West Fargo specia education director has assured NDDPI that state recommended
Guidelines: Evaluation Process (8/1/99) has been adopted by the unit and is being used by
specid education staff members.

During interviews NDDP! conducted as part of the Verification Review, respondents were asked
to “ Describe the evauation planning process.” Further probes included questions regarding:
involvement of parentsin the evauation process; description of the evauation process, and if
children were assessed in dl areas relating to disability. In addition, respondents were asked
about the process that is followed when the team determines that no additional data are needed.
Individuas involved in the completion of assessmentsfor SLD students were asked to describe
how additiona SLD requirements are addressed in the IWAR. Copies of assessment plans and
the IWAR were also reviewed during the student record review process at the unit office to
verify findings from the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report. In addition regulations relaing to
parent participation, documentation that no additiond data are needed, test instruments
administered by appropriate personndl, and required components for the IWAR were reviewed.
These requirements were added due to concerns from the past West Fargo monitoring report and
statewide concernsin these particular aress.

NDDPI reviewed and andyzed the data and identified the following areas of noncompliance and
suggestions for improvement.

AREAS OF NONCOMPLIANCE

Determination of Needed Evaduation Data

34 CFR 300.533(d) describes the requirements when the team determines that no additiona
assessment data are needed to determine whether the child continues to be a child with a
disability. Interviews with specid education staff members showed that the evaluation process
was appropriately described in detail. However, some respondents were unsure of the process




used when ateam determines that no additiona assessment information is needed. Student
records showed incomplete documentation when no additiona information was needed.

Determingtion of Eligibility

34 CFR 300.534(a) (1) dates that upon completing the administration of tests and other
evauation materids, agroup of quaified professonds and the parent of the child must
determine whether the child is a child with adisability. Student records reviewed indicated that
severd of thefiles reviewed did not have documentation of parent participation.

Initial and Reevauation

34 CFR 300.536 dates that areevauation of each child is conducted if conditions warrant a
reevauation, or if the child's parent or teacher requests areevauation, but at least once every
three years. Severd of thefilesreviewed did not contain an evaluation completed within a three-
year period. Also, NDDPI verified that there was not a current evauation in some of the files
reviewed by the monitoring team. Interviewees commented that they were unclear about the
Unit’ s timelines regarding completion and reporting of assessments for initia and reevauations,

Additiond Requirements for Evaluating Children with Specific Learning Disabilities

34 CFR 300.540-300.543 describe the additiond requirements the district must follow when
evauating a child with specific learning disabilities. Professonds respongble for providing
sarvices for SLD students were interviewed regarding the additiona SLD requirements. Some
interviewees were not able to consstently describe dl additiond SLD requirements and the
process required for including them in the IWAR. One professiond stated thet it would be
beneficia to receive more direction in thisarea. Careful review of Integrated Written Assessment
Reports for saverd students identified as having pecific learning disabilities did verify the West
Fargo Self- Assessment Report findings regarding the appropriate observation of the child and the
relationship between that behavior to the child’'s academic functioning, and the need to report
educationdly relevant medicd findings.

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVED RESULTS FOR CHILDREN

One additiona concern identified by the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Review Team wasthe
disproportionate percentage of Native American children with disabilities as compared to the
tota didtrict population. Although Native American students comprise 1.9% of West Fargo's
total student population, 3.8 % of the students with disabilities are Native Americans. Further
Study concerning thisissue is suggested.

The West Fargo Specid Education Unit must update the current evaluation section of the unit
handbook to include the IDEA 97 revisons. Also, the Unit must expand itsinternal monitoring
process in the area of evauation. There was inconsstency amongst professonasin the quality

of the documentation involved in the evaluation process. Someindividuds had excellent

paperwork and described the evauation process in depth, while others were inconsistent in
documenting required dements involved in the evaluation process. Although NDDPI monitors

did not verify al assessment issues addressed in the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment report, it will
benefit specid education personnd to participate in ongoing training in this area. NDDPI
Guidelines. Evaluation Process (8/1/99) and Guidelines: Identification and Evaluation of
Sudents with Specific Learning Disabilities (fall 2000) include suggested procedures and forms



to meet requirements of the evauation process. The unit staff members having in-depth
knowledge of the evauation process should be employed by the Unit to assst in the evaduation
training. It was dso suggested by staff members to provide financia incentives, smilar to those
now provided for collaboration regarding |EP issues, to dlow team members to meet after
contract hours to discuss and complete student evaluations.

[1l. FREE APPROPRIATE PUBLIC EDUCATION

An IEP team, which includes the child’ s teacher, the child' s parent(s), an administrator, and a
speciad education teacher, must develop an educationd program tailored to meet the child's
unique needs.

Summary information included in the West Fargo Self- Assessment Report indicated areas of
concern with severa specific required dements of the IEP. Components of the IEP that were
identified as needing improvement included the following: attendance of al required IEP team
members, especialy administrators/designees and generd educetion teachers; description of
characteridtic of services, and complete least retrictive environment justification information.

The West Fargo special education director has assured NDDPI that state recommended
Guidelines: Individualized Education Program Planning Process (8/1/99) was adopted by the
unit and is being used by specid education staff members.

Surveys conducted as part of the West Fargo Self- Assessment Report indicated that alarge
percent of genera and specid education staff do not fed they have received adequate training
and information that alows them to implement the students' individuaized education plans
(IEP), do not have adequate materids and personnd supports to dlow them to implement each
student’ s |EP, do not have time available during the school week to complete necessary tasks,
and do not have gppropriate curricula and materids available for sudents with limited english
proficiency who have specid education needs. Many general and specid education steff
members surveyed dso indicated that they do not have input regarding the identification of staff
development needs and the planning of training activities related to students with disabilities.

In the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report special education staff survey, some staff disagreed
with the statement that students have the adaptive equipment needed to participate in their
educationa programs. The West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report indicated as an area of
improvement, “Cons stent consideration for the need of assistive technology devices and
services.”

During interviews conducted by NDDP! as part of the Verification Review, respondents were
asked to describe the | EP development process, including specific questions related to: |EP team
members, determination of the present levels of educationd performance; development of annua
gods and objectives, determining need for assigtive technology devices and services, progress
reports for parents;, development of characteristics of services, sudent involvement in
extracurricular activities, availability of curriculum and materias for sudents with limited

English proficiency; participation in statewide assessments; intervention and srategies used to
support students with emotiond, behaviora or discipline problems; trangtion planning activities
for students 14 and older; transfer of rights to students who reach 18 years of age; and the



process for determining extended school year services for students. Since the determination of
need for and the provision of extended school year servicesis an issue for schools across North
Dakota, and has dso been identified as an area of concern by federa monitors during their most
recent visit, this issue was emphasized during interviews with school personneg. Student file
reviews completed by NDDPI staff dso included the IEP components indicated above.

NDDPI monitors reviewed and analyzed the data and identified the following area of strength,
areas of noncompliance, and suggestions for improvement.

STRENGTH
Vocationd Resource Educators (VRES) have played an important part in designing awell-
organized trandtion program, using awide variety of community programs with cons stent

interagency participation.

AREAS OF NONCOMPLIANCE

Present L evels of Educationd Performance

CFR 300.347 requires that an |EP contain a description of the sudent’ s present levels of
educationd performance (PLEP) and that it reflects the perspective of dl team members,
including the parents. NDDPI identified that parents were consstently invited to |EP meetings
and did attend. However, the Verification Review team found that parentd input is not
consstently noted in dl students PLEPs.

Surveys completed as part of the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report indicated that some of the
middle and high school students surveyed did not fed comfortable asking questions &t their IEP
mestings. This was supported through file reviews conducted of trangtion age sudents. The
sudents' interests and input were not found in the PLEP and other components of the IEP in
severd of theefiles This verifies the findingsin the West Fargo Sdf-assessment Report and
supports the need to improve self-advocacy skills for West Fargo Middle and High School
students.

Annud Goals and Short-term Objectives

34 CFR 300.347 requires that goal's be measurable and include short-term objectives intended to
meet the child’ s educationd needs that result from the child’ s disability. NDDPI Verification
Review team members identified severd |EP annua gods and short-term objectives that did not
contain the required components. The annua goals not meeting standards were not
individuaized or annud. Also, there was not an ending leve of performance making it
impossible to know when the god's have been met. Short-term objectives found out of
compliance were not individuaized or many times were not sequenced when thiswould have
been appropriate. The objectivesin one file reviewed contained the identica objectives from the
previous years |EP. Goas and objectives for one student with limited English proficiency were
not specia education goals but appeared to be goa's more appropriately addressed by an ESL
teacher.




Characterigtics of Services

34 CFR 300.347(a)(2) statesthat | EPs must include short-term objectives related to how the
child will beinvolved in and progressin the genera curriculum. The characteristics of services
(COS) discussion considers where and how the services will be dlivered. Student file reviews
completed by NDDPI monitors verified that documentation was insufficient to confirm thet
discussions were held to determine the characteristics of services. Severd |EPs had the same
COSfor dl objectives when this was not appropriate. In one |EP the COS section was used to
provide a description of child behaviors. During interviews, alarge percentage of specid
education teachers were not able to describe how characteristics of services are developed for
each objective.

Assdive Technology and Devices

34 CFR 300.5-300.6 and 300.346 (a) ( 2) (v) One of the new requirementsin IDEA 97 isagroup
of “specid factors’ that must be considered by every I1EP team. One of these “ specia factors’
pecifies that every student’s | EP team must consider the need for assistive technology (AT)
devices and sarvices. All 1EP teams must have the knowledge and skills to make informed
decisonsregarding AT for al students with disgbilities. Through student file reviews and
interviews with gaff members, the NDDPI monitoring team verified the West Fargo Self-
Assessment finding in the areaof AT. Many of the files not in compliance with this regulation
contained incomplete | EP sections to document that AT devices and services had been discussed
by the team. It was dso noted that in some files where it was indicated throughout the |1EP that
the student was using an AT device, the device or service was not documented in the gppropriate
section. Interviews with staff showed only a basic understanding of the process to use when
determining AT needs or that this process must begin with the evaluation process. A few staff
dtated that too often the technology device doesn't function asiit is supposed to.

Satewide Assessment

34 CFR 300.347 (5) requires that the child’ s |EP team determine and document whether a child
will participate in the generd statewide assessment with no accommodetions, with
accommodations, a modified version of the genera assessment or an dternate assessment. If the

| EP team determines that the student will not participate in the genera assessment, this decision
must be documented in the |EP. The West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report stated that in 1999,
83% of children with disabilities participated in the statewide CTBS assessment, compared to
statewide averages of 88%. In some of the files reviewed, the dternate assessment section was
checked but no judtification was provided. One |EP stated that the student would be given the
Woodcock Johnson in place of the assessment. Through interviews with staff, there seemed to be
basic knowledge of the need to consider the accommodeations such as those listed on the 1EP, but
the understanding of why dl students with disabilities must be included in Statewide assessments
was incong stent.

Extended School Y ear Services

34 CFR 300.300 requires that a free appropriate public education be made available to dl

children with disabilities. 34 CFR 300.13 requires that services be provided in accordance with

an appropriate |EP. In addition, 34 CFR 300.309 states that extended school year (ESY) services
must be available as necessary in order to provide free agppropriate public education to children
with disabilities The West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report indicated that documentation in the




ESY section of the IEP was sufficient, however a clear understanding of the required process for
determination of ESY services may be the larger issue. During interviews, there was limited
understanding of the process to be used in determining the need for ESY . Through reviews of
students |EPs, NDDPI monitors determined that discussion judtifying ESY services was not
aways gppropriately documented.

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVED RESULTS FOR CHILDREN

|EP Team Members

34 CFR 300.344 describes the required | EP team membership: parents, regular education
teacher, specia education teacher, representative of the public agency, a person who can
interpret evaluation results, and, if gppropriate the child. The West Fargo Self- Assessment
Report noted that &l required members were present in 72% of the |EPs that were reviewed.
NDDPI monitors did not verify thisthrough file review. Interviews with staff indicated that
attendance of an administrator or hisher designee isincongstent; however, this depends on the
school. The West Fargo Specid Education Unit should continue to monitor for attendance of dl
required | EP team members.

Special Factors

34 CFR 300.346 (2) (i)(ii) As part of the IEP process, the team must consider avariety of
“gpecid factors’. In the case of a child whose behavior impedes his or her learning or that of
others, the |IEP team must consider, if gppropriate, strategies, including positive behavior
interventions, strategies, and supports to address that behavior. These behavior supports are
based upon functiona behaviord assessments. Interviews with general and special education
gaff (including paraeducators) saw this areaas a high priority for joint training. Many staff
members were unfamiliar with functiona behavior assessments. Severd g&ff refer to the ED
program (not services) as the place responsible to determine the needs of students with emotional
disturbances. Some gaff members refer to students receiving ED services as BASE (Behavior
Alternative Strategies for Education) students.

Another “specia factor” that must be considered by the IEP team of achild with limited English
proficiency (LEP) is how the sudent’ s language needs relate to the child’' s IEP. Examples of
questions that must be asked by the team are: *“Has the student been assessed in his’her native
language?’ or “Is the disability present when the student is assessed in higher native language?’
Through surveys conducted as part of the West Fargo Self- Assessment Report, general and
special education staff were asked to respond to the statement, “1 have gppropriate curricula and
meterids available for sudents with limited English proficiency who have specid education
concerns.” Over one-third of the staff surveyed did not fed that they have appropriate curricula
and materia. Interviews with general and specia education staff verified the survey findings
During the 1999-2000 school year, dl dementary staff received in-service training in this area.
Severd gaff fdt that the training they recelved this year was beneficid but that more joint
training is needed. The unit specia education director reported that they involve the digtrict’s
ESL daff in assessment and | EP mesetings for LEP students and that the interpreters have been
utilized for parent interviews and student evauations. She aso reported that the number of
students who are recelving specid education services and who are limited in their English
proficiency islow but increasing.



Progress Reports

IDEA ’ 97 contains a new requirement, CFR 300.347, for reporting student progress to parents of
children with disabilities “ & least as often as the parents of nondisabled children receive reports

of sudent progress.” The NDDPI Veification Review team members found thet in files

reviewed, progress reports were included and complete. However, when asked to describe how
progress on goals and short-term objectives is reported to parent, some school personnel reported
that the current method of recording with percentages seemed meaningless to the parents and that
there was confusion about how to record the measured progressin the current progress report.

Trangtion

The NDDP! Verification Review team reviewed transition components of severa 1EPs for
students 14 years of age and older, and interviewed unit personnel working with these sudents.
NDDP! monitors noted thet in several 1EPs, Post- School outcomes were sometimes too vague
and far reaching for particular sudents. In afew IEPs, the “ Statement of Needed Transition
Services’ contained good ideas and accurate information but they failed to link the identified
needs with goas and objectives. Also, it is recommended that transition goal components need to
be infused into the generd education curriculum. Although agency participation was seen asa
grength through interviews, there was sometimes limited documentation of this participation.
Surveys conducted with parents of Middle School and High School students indicated that they
had been involved in planning for trangtion to post-school experiences as part of their child's
|EP.

Through interviews it was expressed that the VRES are systematically used asa*“pull out
service’ rather than included in career development and planning by al staff. Also, because
guidance counselors have the skills and expertise to do specific career planning, they should be
encouraged to do this more routinely with sudents with disgbilities.

Handbook Update, Internal Monitoring System and Future Trainings

The West Fargo Specid Education Unit must update the current |EP section of the unit
handbook to include the IDEA 97 revisions. Also, the Unit must expand its internd monitoring
process in the area of |EP development. There was inconsstency amongst professionals in the
qudlity of the documentation involved in the |EP process. Some individuds had excellent
documentation and described the | EP process in depth, while others were inconsstent in
documenting the requirementsinvolved in the IEP process. Although NDDPI monitors did not
verify al 1EP issues addressed in the West Fargo Self- Assessment report, it will benefit specia
education personnel to participate in ongoing training in this area. NDDPI Guidelines:
Individualized Education Program Planning Process (8/1/99) includes suggested procedures and
forms to meet requirements of the IEP process. Those locd staff members having in-depth
knowledge of this process should be employed by the Unit to assist in the IEP training.
Continuous and ongoing specid education staff skill development will contribute to effortsto
provide inclusve services for children with disghilities.

V. LEAST RESTRICTIVE ENVIRONMENT

To the maximum extent gppropriate, children with disabilities must be educated with their non-
disabled peers. Placement decisions must be based on the god's and objectives in the child' s |EP.
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The West Fargo public school district has devel oped a position statement, Educating Students in
the Least Restrictive Environment. This statement can be found in the West Fargo Specid
Education Handbook and the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report. As reported through the West
Fargo Self- Assessment Report, students who attend their neighborhood schools increased from
81% in 1993 to 91% in the 1997 school year. The data for the 1999-2000 school year was
unavailable at the time of the verification review, but is was reported by specid education
adminigration staff that it is anticipated that this number is now approaching 95-98% due to the
addition of ED and EMH g&ff in the e ementary schools since 1997.

As dated in the Programmatic Section of the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report, comparing
data from 1993 and 2000, the percentage of students with disabilities whose Federa Child Count
Setting was “Regular Class’ increased from 45.6% to 59.7%; “ Resource Room” remained
essentialy the same, from 33.1% to 33.2%; and “ Separate Class’ decreased from 17.9% to .1 %.
Currently the four eementary schoolsin West Fargo have services for al areas of disabilities

with the exception of TMH services, which are at Berger Elementary only, and the absence of an
EMH program at Westside. Servicesin dl disability areas are provided at the West Fargo Middle
School and the West Fargo High School.

The West Fargo Salf- Assessment findings indicated that a large percent of the files reviewed did
not provide a complete LRE judtification satement. During interviews conducted by the NDDPI
monitoring team, respondents were asked to “ Describe the process for determining LRE.”
Further probesincluded questions regarding: documentation of LRE decisons, determination of
placement and harmful effect, and the continuum of educationd services available a ther

school. Student file reviews included a check of documentation of LRE decisions, discusson of
harmful effect and participation in generd education.

The summary of survey information included in the West Fargo Self-Assessment Report
indicated some concerns regarding collaboration efforts between specid education and generd
education teachers. During interviews conducted by NDDP! monitors as part of the Verification
Review, respondents were asked to “ Describe the nature of collaborative efforts between generd
education teachers and special education teachers.” Respondents were also asked to “ Describe
how genera education teachers are supported when specia education students have emotiona or
behaviora issues’ and “ Do you fed generd education staff modify and adapt genera education
curriculum to meet the needs of children with a disability?’

The West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report included survey information and comments gathered
from paraeducators. Several of the paraeducators responding to the survey indicated that they do
not have: input into the identification of staff development needs and the planning of training
activities rdaed to students with disabilities; adequate training and information that alow them
to implement each student’ s | EP; adequate materias and preparation time that allow them to
implement each student’ s |EP; or meaningful input into the development of the student’s 1EP.
During interviews respondents were asked to “ Describe how paraeducators participate in the
provison of services for sudents with disabilities?” Additiona probes requested information
concerning: the training and involvement of paraeducatorsin implementing the child' s IEP; if
appropriate respongbilities were assigned to paraeducators; and if paraeducators participate in
the assessment and |EP development for students for whom they provide services.
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NDDPI reviewed and andyzed the data and identified the following strengths, areas of
noncompliance, and suggestions for improvement.

STRENGTHS

West Fargo Public School provides avariety of programming options for students requiring
nontraditional school based options. Homebound services and Y outh Educationa Services are
options available to students whose needs require dternate educationd programming. Following
the April Verification Review, the Community High School revised admisson qudificationsto
include students who have |EPs. This crestes an excdllent dternative for many students needing
this type of structure and classes taught by ateam of teachers. Also, the West Fargo Specia
Education Unit has a Senior Plus Program for students who have met graduation requirements
but need additiond servicesto trandtion into adult living by providing training in independent
living and vocationa skills. As reported in the West Fargo Self- Assessment Report, the success
rate for employment of the Senior Plus graduatesis close to 100% for the past 5 years.

West Fargo Specia Education has demongtrated a commitment to collaboration between genera
and specia education staff by providing financid support to compensate both generd and specia
education staff for collaboration and planning time spent outside of stlandard contract time.
Through interviews with s&ff this effort was viewed positively and considered beneficia by both
gpecid and generd education Staff.

AREAS OF NONCOMPLIANCE

Generd Least Redirictive Environment Reguirements

34 CFR 300.550 requires that, to the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities are
educated with children who are not disabled. In addition, remova of children with disabilities
from the generd education environment may occur only when the nature or severity of the
disahility is such that education in regular classes, with the use of supplementary aids and
services, cannot be achieved satisfactorily. Through student file reviews, the NDDPI monitoring
team verified the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment findings regarding incompl ete documentation of
LRE discussons. In some files reviewed, there was no documentation of LRE discussion. In
other files, there was a satement of where the student would be receiving the services but no
documentation of other options considered.

Placements

34 CFR 300.552(c) dtates that each public agency shdl ensure that unless the |EP of a child with
adisahility requires some other arrangement, the child is educated in the schoal that he or she
would atend if not disabled. Although there has been an increase in the percentage of students
attending their neighborhood schoal, it was reported through the West Fargo Self- Assessment
Report and verified through interviews that TMH services are only provided at Berger
Elementary. Through interviews conducted at Horace Elementary it was indicated that students
in need of ED services must go to West Fargo to receive these services.

34 CFR 300.552 (d) satesthat in selecting the LRE, congderation must be given to any potentia

harmful effect on the child or on the qudity of servicesthat he or she needs. A series of
questions can be usad to guide the decision regarding potential harmful effect (e.g. Will this
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student be stigmatized or fed excluded from the genera education setting as aresult of this
placement? Will there be adetrimenta effect on the child's socid relationship if he does not
attend his neighborhood school ?7”) Severd of the files reviewed did not document discussion of
potentiad harmful effect when previous sections of the student’s |EP indicated a need to discuss
these effects.

34 CFR 300.552 (e) sates that a child with a disability is not removed from education in age-
gopropriate regular classrooms soldly because of needed modification in the generd curriculum.
Interviews conducted with specia education staff in the Middle School and High School
reported that they felt that there was too much pullout time for students with mentd retardation
(MR). It was gated that generd education staff need to take a stand on “how we will provide
accommodations’, not, “if we should do it.” Interviews conducted at the West Fargo Middle
School indicated that some genera education teachers are resistive to the inclusion of students
with disgbilitiesin their classroom and that this resistance inhibits the consideration of placing
Sudent with disabilitiesin the generd education classroom. Severd files reviewed by NDDPI
monitors did not have sufficient documentation regarding needed discussion focused on the
student’ s participation in generd education. In addition, NDDPI monitors noted during file
reviews for severa students, that these students spend haf or more than half of the school day in
Separate classes.

Availability of Alternative Placements

34 CFR 300.551 dates that each public agency shal ensure that a continuum of dternative
placements is available to meet the needs of children with disabilities for specid education and
related services. The Early Childhood Special Education Program, once a part of the
kindergarten center, is now housed at Westsde Elementary due to space congraints. As
indicated in the Slf- Assessment Report, community peers aso attend the preschool specid
needs program but not at the needed 50% ratio to condtitute an inclusion setting. Through student
file reviews and interviews, the NDDPI monitoring team verified the West Fargo Sdif-
Assessment Report finding in this area

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVED RESULTS FOR CHILDREN

The NDDP! Monitoring Team verified the West Fargo Self- Assessment Report finding
regarding concerns about genera and specia education collaboration. Although effective
collaboration between specia education teachers and general education teachersis not a
regulatory requirement of IDEA, efforts to improve collaboration will certainly benefit dl
children, induding children with disabilities. Through interviews with generd and speciad
education staff, some suggestions to increase collaborative efforts within a school were: more
training time together; paid collaboration time relating to the evauation process, and more
preparation time with paraeducators included. Creetive improvement planning strategies
developed at the loca schoal leve will be needed to address these issues.

Paraeducators are essential members of the educationa teams serving students with disabilities.
They provide aresource that contributes significantly to the success of individua students,
schoals, and educationa programs. Public agencies must provide paraeducators the necessary
training, support and resources to be effective in their work. Through interviews conducted by
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the NDDPI monitoring team, respondents agreed that the paraeducators in their buildings were a
vital component to the success of the services being provided for each student but that many
paraeducators were not given sufficient generd training and student specific training to do their
jobs successfully. Some gtaff members were dso unclear about who should be supervising the
paraeducators to assure that they are carrying out their duties gppropriately. Other concerns
focused on limited preparation time with the paraeducator, excessive responsibility being
assigned to the paraeducator, and limited input requested of paraeducators concerning evaluation
and |EP development.

V. PARENT INVOLVEMENT

Parents have the right to have accessto their child's educationa records. Parental consent is
required for initial evaluation, reavauation, and placement. Parents must be included in I1EP team
decisons, and parents must be notified of their right to gpped.

The West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report summarized responses from parent surveys conducted
as part of the Collaborative Review process. Of the 200 parents surveyed, there was a limited
response of 61. Overdl, the parents that responded from the early childhood, € ementary and
high schools were satisfied with the specid education program and services provided to their
child. Over one-third of the parents responding at the Middle School were not satisfied with the
gpecid education program and services provided to their child and did not fed informed of
specid education services in the West Fargo Schools. When asked if they had been invited to
participate in specid education parent activities, gpproximately one-third of the parents surveyed
did not agree with this statement. Through the sdlf-assessment survey, one-fourth of the parents
who responded, indicated a desire to have more opportunities to be involved with school
improvement efforts. Parent participation is adso solicited through North Central Association
accreditation (NCA) focus groups for building level improvements.

Based on the analysis of returned parent surveys, the West Fargo Special Education
Collaborative Review Steering Committee identified an improvement strategy to provide
opportunities for increased parent participation in specid education activities. This past year the
West Fargo and Fargo Public Schools FEET committees held ajoint Parent Fair for families with
children with disabilities, and the West Fargo ESCE Program provided a Parent Night Training
for preschool families. Parent training activities and a quarterly newdetter are being planned for
the 2000-2001 school year.

Issues focusing on parent participation in evauation process were previoudy addressed in this
report in Section 11. Nondiscriminatory Evauation.

During interviews conducted by NDDPI monitors, school personnd were asked to “ Describe the
extent to which parents are involved in eva uation/| EP meetings and unit trainings.”  Further
probes requested informeation regarding the involvement of parents in the decison making

process and training opportunities for parents.

NDDP reviewed and andyzed the data and identified the following strength and suggestion for
improvement.
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STRENGTH

Postive feedback from parents and familiesindicates aleve of satisfaction with school services,
including specid education services a the early childhood, eementary and high school levels.
Staff interviewed indicated that parents are invited to participate from the referrd for evauation
through the evaluation process and fed that parents are active members of the |IEP teams. Parent
surveys completed as part of the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report, report that avast majority
of parentsfed that they are equal members of 1EP teams, and are welcome and respected in their
children’s schools. Although thisis seen as a strength, the reader is cautioned that only 31% of
the parent surveys were returned and used to determine this result.

SUGGESTION FOR IMPROVED RESULTS FOR CHILDREN

NDDPM strongly encourages the West Fargo Specia Education Unit to continue to offer
information and training opportunities to families of children with disgbilities. Parenta
involvement has long been recognized as an important indicator of a school’ s success and parent
involvement has pogtive effects on children’ s attitudes and behavior. Partnerships positively
impact achievement, improve parents attitudes toward the school, and benefit school personnel
aswdl.

V1. PROCEDURAL SAFEGUARDS

Procedura safeguards, which ensure the fairness of educationd decisons, include impartid due
process hearings, the right to an independent educationa evauation, written natification to
parents explaining their rights, parental consent, and appointment of surrogate parents, when
needed.

Information indluded in the West Fargo Sdlf- Assessment Report summarized data from an
interna monitoring process of the student file review. The Sdf- Assessment Steering Committee
noted a concern regarding the completion of the Record Locator form placed in student files.
Also, in some of the files reviewed, Record of Ingpection and consent for evauation forms were
not found.

During interviews respondents were asked, “When do you send prior notices to parents?” and
“Describe how this unit handles transfer of rights to students who reach 18 years of age.” This
issue was addressed due to concerns from the previous West Fargo monitoring report. Student
file reviews completed by NDDPI monitors during the Verification Review process included
specific items for the: Prior Written Notice for the assessment meeting and the most recent IEP
meeting; Record of Ingpection form; Record Locator form; Trandfer of Rights form for sudents
18 and older; and parent consent for initid evauation.

STRENGTH

Parent surveys completed as part of the Sdlf- Assessment Report, report that parents had received
acopy of their procedurd safeguards from the school. This was verified through the student file
review completed by the NDDPI Monitoring Team.
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AREAS OF NONCOMPLIANCE

Prior Written Notice

34 CFR 300.503 gtates that written notice must be given to the parents of a child with adisability
areasonable time before the public agency ether proposesto initiate or change the identification,
evauation, or education placement of a child or the provison of FAPE to the child, or refusesto
initiate or change the identification, evauation, or educationa placement of the child or the
provison of FAPE to the child. Interviews with saff members indicated an understanding of
when to send prior written notices. However, the NDDPI monitors found that severd of the files
reviewed did not have a prior written notice for assessment planning or did not have a prior
written notice for the most recent |EP meeting.

Record of Inspection

34 CFR 300.563 indicates that each participating agency shal keep arecord of parties obtaining
access to education records collected and maintained for children receiving services under
IDEA-B. However, file reviews indicated that some files had either a Record of Inspection form
that had not been signed for many years, was not found in the file; or was out dated.

Record L ocator

34 CFR 300.565 dates that each public agency shdl provide parents upon their request, alist of
the types and location of education records collected, maintained and used by the agency.
Severd of thefiles reviewed by the NDDPI monitoring team were not in compliance with this
regulation. In saverd of the files, the monitors could not find a Record Locator.

Parent Consent for Initial Evaluation

34 CFR 300.505 gtates that informed parent consent must be obtained before conducting an
initia evauation or reevauation. As sated in the Special Education Monitoring Manual:
Collaborative Review Process, some violations are consdered serious enough to be cited if even
oneincident is noted. Consent for evauation is an important procedural safeguard document that
must bein each sudent’ sfile. Severd of thefiles reviewed by NDDPI monitors did not have a
parent consent for initid evauation. West Fargo must ensure that consent for evauation forms
aein every sudent file.

SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVED RESULTS FOR CHILDREN

Currently, the West Fargo Specid Education unit has a computer file system and a paper file for
each sudent. The NDDP! Verification Review Team found the current paper file system
cumbersome and disorganized. The NDDPI monitors found it difficult to locate many important
procedura safeguard documents. There was aso confusion about the location of current |EPs
and evauation reports. Many of these reports were found on the computer files and some were
not found at al. West Fargo staff members appreciate the ease of use of the current computer
system, but find working with both systems difficult and confusing. NDDPI encourages West
Fargo Specid Education Unit adminigtrators to continue to develop and refine an efficient and
effective system of record management.
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